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THE FIND




 





Wearing a brown tweed suit, and his customary dark tortoiseshell sunglasses, Dr Alberto Mazzini pushed through the crowd of loud and agitating reporters blocking the steps of the Musée de l’Histoire in Blois.


‘Can you tell us about the artefact? Is it real? Is that why you’re here?’ a woman pressed, shoving a microphone marked CNN in his face. ‘Have tests been performed on the DNA?’


Dr Mazzini was already annoyed. How had the press jackals been alerted? Nothing had even been confirmed about the find. He waved off the reporters and camera operators.


‘This way, Dottore,’ one of the museum aides instructed. ‘Please, come inside.’


A tiny, dark-haired woman in a black trouser suit was waiting for Mazzini. She looked to be in her mid-forties, and appeared almost to curtsy in the presence of this prestigious guest.


‘Thank you for coming. I am René Lacaze, the director of the museum. I tried to control the press, but . . .’ she shrugged, ‘they smell a big story. It is as if we’ve found an atom bomb.’


‘If the artefact you’ve found turns out to be authentic,’ Mazzini replied flatly, ‘you will have found something far greater than a bomb.’


As the national director of the Vatican Museum, Alberto Mazzini had lent the weight of his authority to every important find of religious significance that had been unearthed over the previous thirty years: the etched tablets presumed to be the work of the disciple John, dug up in western Syria; the first Vulgate Bible. Both now rested among the Vatican treasures. He had also been involved in the investigation of every hoax, hundreds of them.


René Lacaze led Mazzini along the narrow fifteenth-century hall inlaid with tiles of heraldic designs.


‘You say the relic was unearthed in a grave?’ Mazzini asked.


‘A shopping mall . . .’ Lacaze smiled. ‘Even in Blois, construction goes on night and day . . . The bulldozers dug up what must have been a crypt. We would have missed it completely had not a couple of the sarcophagi split open.’


Ms Lacaze escorted her important guest into a small elevator and then up to the third floor. ‘The grave belonged to some long-forgotten duke who died in 1099. We did acid and photoluminescence tests immediately. Age-wise, it’s right on. At first we wondered, why would a precious relic from a thousand years earlier and half the world away be buried in an eleventh-century grave?’


‘And what did you find?’ Mazzini asked.


‘It seems our duke went to fight in the Crusades. We know he sought valuable relics from the time of Christ.’ They finally arrived at her office. ‘I advise you to take a breath. You are about to behold something truly extraordinary.’


The artefact lay on a plain white sheet across an examiner’s table, as humble as such a precious thing could be.


Mazzini finally removed his sunglasses. He didn’t have to hold his breath. It was completely taken way. My God, this is an atom bomb!


‘Look closely. There is an inscription.’


The Vatican director bent over it. Yes, it could be. It had all the right markings. The inscription was in Latin. He squinted close to read. ‘Acre, Galilee . . .’ He examined the artefact from end to end. The age fitted the markings. It also corresponded to descriptions in the Bible. Yet how had it come to be buried here? ‘All this, it does not really prove anything.’


‘That’s true, of course,’ René Lacaze shrugged, ‘but, Dottore, I am from here. My father is from the valley, my father’s father, and his. There have been stories here for hundreds of years, long before this grave tumbled open, stories every schoolchild in Blois was raised on. That this holy relic was here, in Blois, a thousand years ago.’


Mazzini had seen a hundred purported relics like this, but the tremendous power of this one gripped and unnerved him. A reverent force gave him the urge to kneel on the stone floor. Finally, that’s what he did – as if he was in the presence of Jesus Christ.


‘I waited until your arrival to place a call to Cardinal Perrault in Paris,’ said Lacaze.


‘Forget Perrault.’ Mazzini looked up, moistening his dry lips. ‘We are going to call the Pope.’


Alberto Mazzini couldn’t take his eyes off the incredible artefact on the plain white sheet. This was more than just the crowning moment of his career. It was a miracle.


‘There’s just one more thing,’ said Ms Lacaze.


‘What?’ Mazzini mumbled. ‘What one more thing?’


‘The local lore, it always said a precious relic was here, though never that it belonged to a duke, but to a man of far humbler origins.’


‘What sort of lowborn man would come into such a prize? A priest . . .? Perhaps a thief . . .?’


‘No.’ René Lacaze’s brown eyes widened. ‘Actually, a jester.’





PART ONE
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THE ORIGINS OF COMEDY





Chapter One


Veille du Père, a village in southern France, 1096.


The church bells were ringing. Loud, quickening peals – echoing through the village in the middle of the day.


Only twice before had I heard the bells sounded at midday in the four years since I had come to live here. Once, when word reached us that the King’s son had died. And the second, when a raiding party from our lord’s rival in Digne swept through the place during the wars, leaving eight dead and burning almost every house to the ground.


What was going on?


I rushed to the upstairs window of the inn I looked after with my wife, Sophie. People were running into the square, still carrying their work tools. ‘What’s going on? Who needs help?’ they shouted.


Then Arnaud, who farmed by the river, galloped over the bridge aboard his mule, pointing back towards the road. ‘They’re coming! They’re almost here!’


From the east I heard a loud chorus of voices, seemingly raised as one. I squinted through the trees and felt my jaw drop. ‘Jesus, I’m dreaming,’ I said to myself. A pedlar with a cart was considered an event here! I blinked at the sight, not once, but twice.


Jammed along the narrow road into the village, stretching out as far as the eye could see, was the greatest multitude I had ever seen!


‘Sophie, come quick, now!’ I yelled.


My wife of three years hurried to the window, her golden hair pinned up for the workday under a white cap. ‘Mother of God, Hugh . . .’


‘It’s an army,’ I muttered, barely able to believe my eyes. ‘The army of the Crusade.’





Chapter Two


Even in Veille du Père word had reached us of the Pope’s call. We had heard that masses of men were leaving their families, taking the Cross, as nearby as Digne. And here they were – the army of Crusaders marching through Veille du Pere!


But what an army! More of a rabble, like one of those multitudes prophesied in Isaiah or John. Men, women, children, carrying clubs and tools straight from home. And it was vast – thousands of them! Not fitted out with armour or uniforms, but shabbily, with red crosses either painted or sewn on to plain tunics. And at the head of this assemblage – not some trumped-up duke or king in crested mail and armour, sitting imperiously atop a massive charger, but a little man in a monk’s homespun robe, barefoot, bald, with a thatched crown, sitting atop a mule.


I shook my head. ‘It is their awful voices the Turks will turn and run from, not their swords.’


Sophie and I watched as the column crossed the stone bridge on the outskirts of our town: young and old, men and women, some carrying axes and mallets and ancient swords, some old knights parading in rusty armour; carts, wagons, tired mules and plough horses. Thousands of them.


Everyone in town stood and stared. Children ran out and danced around the approaching monk. No one had ever seen anything like it before. Nothing ever happened here!


I was struck with a kind of wonderment. ‘Sophie, tell me, what do you see?’


‘Either the holiest army I’ve ever seen, or the most stupid. In any case, it’s the worst equipped.’


‘But look, not a noble anywhere. Just common men and women. Like us.’


Below us, the vast column wound into the square and the strange monk at its head tugged his mule to a stop. A shabby, bearded knight helped him slide off. Father Leo, our priest, went up to greet him. The singing stopped, weapons and packs were laid at ease. Everyone in our village was pressed around the tiny square to listen.


‘I am called Peter,’ the monk spoke in a surprisingly strong voice, ‘called by His Holiness Urban to lead an army of believers to the Holy Land to free the Holy Sepulchre from the heathen hordes. Are there any believers here?’


He was pale and long-nosed, resembling his mount, and his threadbare brown robes had holes in them. Yet, as he spoke, he seemed to grow, his voice rising in power and conviction.


‘The lands of Our Lord’s great sacrifice have been defiled by the infidel Turk. Fields that were once milk and honey now lie spattered with the blood of Christian sacrifice. Holy churches have been burned and looted, sainted sites destroyed. The holiest treasures of our faith, the bones of saints, have been fed to dogs; cherished vials, filled with drops of the Saviour’s own blood, poured into heaps of dung like spoiled wine.’


‘Join us,’ many from the ranks called out loudly. ‘Kill the pagans, and sit with the Lord in Heaven.’


‘For those who come,’ the monk named Peter went on, ‘for those who put aside their earthly possessions and join our Crusade, His Holiness Urban promises unimaginable rewards: riches, spoils, and honour in battle; his protection for your families who dutifully remain behind; and eternity in Heaven at the feet of Our grateful Lord. And, most of all, freedom. Freedom from all servitude upon your return. Who will come, brave souls?’ The monk reached out his arms.


Shouts of acclamation rose throughout the square. People I had known for years shouted: ‘I . . . I will come!’


I saw Marc, the miller’s elder son, just sixteen, throw up his hands and hug his mother. And Jules, one of our smiths, who could crush iron in his hands, kneel and take the Cross. Several people, many of them just boys, ran to get their possessions, then merged with the ranks. Everyone was shouting, ‘Deus vult!’ God wills it!


Inside, my own blood surged. What a glorious adventure awaited. Riches and spoils picked up along the way. A chance to change destiny in a single stroke. I felt my soul spring alive. I thought of gaining our freedom, and the gold I might find on the Crusade. For a second I almost raised my hand and called out, ‘I will come! I will take the Cross.’


But then I felt Sophie’s hand pressing on mine. I lost my tongue.


In minutes, the procession started up again, the ranks of farmers, masons, bakers, maids, whores, jongleurs and outlaws, hoisting their sacks and makeshift weapons, swelling in song. The monk Peter mounted his mule, blessed the village with a wave, then pointed west.


I watched them with a yearning I thought had long been put behind me. I had travelled in my youth. I’d been brought up by goliards, monks who entertained from town to town. And there was something that I missed from those days. Something my life in Veille du Père had stilled but not completely put aside.


I missed being free, and even more than that, I wanted freedom for Sophie and the children we would one day have.





Chapter Three


Two days later, other visitors came through our village.


There was a ground-shaking rumble from the west, followed by a cloud of gravel and dust. Horsemen were coming in at a full gallop! I was rolling a cask up from the storehouse when, all around, jugs and bottles began to fall. Panic clutched at my heart. A devastating raid by marauders just two years before flashed through my mind. Every house in the village had been burned or sacked.


There was a shriek, and a shout. Children, playing ball in the square, dived out of the way. Eight massive warhorses thundered across the bridge into the village centre and on their riders, I saw the green and gold colours and eagle of Baldwin, our liege lord.


The party of horsemen pulled to a stop in the square. I recognized the knight in charge as Norcross, our liege lord’s chatelain, his military chief. He scanned our village from atop his mount and remarked for everyone to hear, ‘This is Veille du Père?’


‘It must be, my lord,’ a companion knight replied with an exaggerated sniff. ‘We were told to ride west until we caught the smell of shit, then head directly for it.’


Their presence here could signal only harm. I began to make my way slowly towards the square with my heart pounding. Anything might happen. Where was Sophie?


Norcross dismounted, and the others followed, their chargers snorting heavily. The chatelain had dark, hooded eyes that flashed only a sliver of light, like an eighth moon, and a trace of a thin, dark beard.


‘I bring greetings from your lord, Baldwin,’ he said for all to hear, stepping into the centre of the square. ‘Word has reached him that a rabble passed through here a day or two ago, some babbling priest at the head.’


As he spoke, his knights began to fan out through town. They pushed aside women and children, sticking their heads into houses as if they owned them. Their haughty faces read: Get out of my way, scum. You have no power. I can do anything I want.


‘Your lord asked me to impress upon you,’ Norcross declared, ‘his hope that none of you were swayed by the ravings of that religious crank. His brain’s the only thing more withered than his dick.’


Now I realized what Norcross and his men were doing here. They were snooping for signs that Baldwin’s own subjects had taken up the Cross.


Norcross strutted around the square, his narrow eyes ratcheting from person to person. ‘It is your lord, Baldwin, who demands your service, not some moth-eaten crank. You are pledged and honour-bound to him. Next to his, the Pope’s protection is worthless.’


I finally caught sight of Sophie, hurrying from the well with her pail. Beside her was the miller’s wife, Winnie, and their daughter, Amiée. I motioned with my eyes for them to stay clear of Norcross and his bullies.


Father Leo spoke up. ‘On the fate of your soul, knight,’ the priest said, stepping out, ‘do not defame those who now fight for God’s glory. Do not compare the Pope’s holy protection to yours. It is blasphemy.’


Frantic shouts rang out. Two of Norcross’s knights returned to the square dragging Georges the miller and, behind him, his younger son, Alo, by the hair. The knights threw both in the middle of the square.


I felt a hole in the pit of my stomach. Somehow they knew . . .


Norcross seemed delighted. He went and cupped the face of the cowering boy in his massive hand. ‘The Pope’s protection, you say, eh, priest?’ he chuckled. ‘Why don’t we see what his protection is truly worth?’





Chapter Four


Our powerlessness was so obvious and shameful to me. The iron of Norcross’s sword jangled as he made his way to the frightened miller. ‘On my word, miller,’ Norcross smiled, ‘only last week did you not have two sons?’


‘My son Marc has gone to Valcluese,’ Georges said, and looked towards me. ‘To study the metal trade.’


‘The metal trade . . .’ Norcross nodded, bunching his lips. He smiled as if to say, I know that is a pile of shit.


Georges was my friend. My heart went out to him. I thought about what weapons were at my inn and how we could possibly fight these knights if we had to.


‘And with your stronger son gone,’ Norcross pressed on, ‘how will you continue to make your allotment to the duke, your labour now depleted by a third?’


Georges’s eyes darted about. ‘It will be made easily, my lord. I will work that much the harder.’


‘That is good,’ Norcross nodded, stepping over to the boy. ‘In that case, you won’t be missing this one too much, will you?’ In a flash, he hoisted the nine-year-old lad up like a sack of hay.


He carried Alo, kicking and screaming, towards the mill.


As Norcross passed the miller’s cowering daughter, he winked at his men. ‘Feel free to help yourself to some of the miller’s lovely grain.’ They grinned, and dragged poor Amiée, screaming wildly, inside the mill.


Disaster loomed in front of my eyes. Norcross took a hemp rope and, with the help of a cohort, lashed Alo to the staves of the mill’s large wheel, which dipped deeply beneath the surface of the river.


Georges threw himself at the chatelain’s feet. ‘Haven’t I always been true to our lord Baldwin? Haven’t I done what was expected?’


‘Feel free to take your appeal to His Holiness,’ Norcross laughed, lashing the boy’s wrists and ankles tightly to the water wheel.


‘Father, Father . . .’ the terrified Alo called out.


Norcross began to turn the wheel. To Georges and Winnie’s frantic shrieks, Alo went under. Norcross held it for a few seconds, then slowly raised the wheel. The child appeared, wildly gasping for air.


The despicable knight laughed at our priest. ‘What do you say, Father? Is this what you expect from the Pope’s protection?’ He lowered the wheel again and the small boy disappeared completely. Our entire town gasped in horror.


I counted close to thirty heart-stopping seconds. ‘Please,’ Winnie begged on her knees. ‘He’s just a boy.’


Norcross finally began to raise the wheel. Alo was gagging and coughing water out of his lungs. From behind the mill door came the sickening cries of Amiée. I could scarcely breathe myself. I had to do something – even if it sealed my own fate.


‘Sir,’ I stepped towards Norcross, ‘I will help the miller increase his allotment by a third.’


‘And who are you, Carrot-top?’ The glowering knight turned and fixed on my shock of bright red hair.


‘Carrots too, if my lord wants.’ I took another step. I was prepared to say anything, whatever gibberish might divert him. ‘We’ll throw in two sacks of carrots!’


I was about to go on – a joke, nonsense, anything that came into my head – when one of the henchmen rushed up to me. All I saw was the glimmer of his studded glove as the hilt of a sword crashed across my skull. In the next breath I was on the ground.


‘Hugh, Hugh!’ I heard Sophie scream.


‘Carrot-top here must be keen on the miller,’ Norcross jeered. ‘Or the miller’s wife. By a third more, you say. Well, in my lord’s name I accept your gift. Consider your allotment raised.’


At the same time he lowered the wheel. I heard a struggling, choking Alo go under one more time.


Norcross shouted, ‘If it’s fight you want, then fight for the glory of your liege when called upon. If it’s riches, then attend harder to your work. But the laws of custom are the laws. You all understand the laws, do you not?’


Norcross leaned against the wheel for the longest time. An anguished plea rose from the crowd: ‘Please . . . let the boy up. Let him up.’ I clenched my fist, counting while Alo remained under. Twenty . . . thirty . . . forty.


Then Norcross’s face split into an amused smile. ‘Goodness . . . do I forget the time?’


He slowly raised the wheel. When Alo broke the surface, the boy’s face was bloated and wide-eyed. His small jaw hung open, lifeless.


Winnie screamed and Georges rolled over on the ground and began to sob.


‘What a shame,’ Norcross sighed, leaving the wheel aloft and Alo’s lifeless body suspended high. ‘It seems he wasn’t cut out for the miller’s life after all.’


A silence ensued, a terrible moment that was empty and gnawing. It was broken only by Amiée’s whimpers as she emerged weak-kneed from the mill.


‘Let us go.’ Norcross gathered his knights. ‘I think the duke’s point is adequately driven home.’


As he made his way back across the square, he stopped over me and pressed his heavy boot into my neck. ‘Do not forget your pledge, Carrot-top. I will be looking especially for your allotment.’





Chapter Five


That terrible afternoon changed my life. That night, as Sophie and I lay in bed, I couldn’t hold back the truth from her. She and I had always shared everything, good and bad. We were lying as one on the thatched mattress in our small quarters behind the inn. I gently stroked her long golden hair, which fell all the way down her back. Every time she moved, every twitch of her nose, reminded me how much I loved her, how I had since the first time I had set eyes on her.


It was love at first sight for us. At ten!


I had spent my youth travelling with a band of goliards, given to them at a young age when my mother died, the mistress of a cleric who could no longer hide my presence. They raised me as one of their own, taught me Latin, grammar, logic, but most of all, how to perform. We travelled the large cathedral towns, Tours, Cluny, Le Puy, reciting our irreverent songs, tumbling and juggling for the crowds. Each summer, we passed through Veille du Père. I saw Sophie there at her father’s inn, her shy blue eyes unable to hide from mine. And later, I noticed her peeking at a rehearsal – I was sure, at me . . .


I swiped a sunflower and went up to her. ‘What goes in all stiff and stout, but when it comes out it’s flopping about?’


She widened her eyes and blushed. ‘How could anyone but a devil have such bright red hair?’ Then she ran away. ‘A cabbage,’ I was about to say.


Each year when we returned, I came bearing a sunflower, until Sophie had grown from a gangly girl into the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. She had a song for me, a teasing rhyme:


A maiden met a wandering man
In the light of the moon’s pure cheer,
And though they fell in love at that first sight,
It was a love that was borne for tears.


I called her my princess, and she said that I probably had one in every town. But in truth, I did not. Each year I promised I would come back, and I always did. One year, I stayed.


The three years we’d been married had been the happiest I had known. I felt secure for the first time in my life. And deeply in love.


But as I held Sophie that night, something told me I could no longer live like this. The rage that burned in my heart from that day’s horror was killing me. There would always be another Norcross, another tax or allotment levied upon us. Or another Alo . . . One day, the boy strung up on that wheel could be our own.


Until we were free.


‘Sophie, I have something important to talk to you about.’ I snuggled into the smooth curve of her back.


She had nearly drifted off to sleep. ‘Can’t it wait, Hugh? What could be more important than what we’ve just shared?’


I swallowed. ‘Raymond of Toulouse is forming an army. Simon the carter told me. They leave for the Holy Land in a few days.’


Sophie turned in my arms and faced me with a blank unsure look.


‘I have to go,’ I said.


She sat up, almost dumbfounded. ‘You want to take the Cross?’


‘Not the Cross. I wouldn’t fight for that. But Raymond has promised freedom to anyone who joins. Freedom, Sophie . . . You saw what happened today.’


She straightened. ‘I did see, Hugh. And I saw that Baldwin will never free you from your pledge. Or any of us.’


‘In this he has no choice,’ I protested. ‘Raymond and Baldwin are aligned. He has to accept. Sophie, think of how our lives could change. Who knows what I might find there. There are tales of riches, just for the taking. And holy relics, worth more than a thousand inns like ours.’


She turned her eyes from me. ‘You’re leaving because I have not given you a child.’


‘I am not! You mustn’t think that, not even for a second. I love you more than anything. When I see you each day, working around in the inn, or even amid the grease and smoke of the kitchen, I thank God how lucky I am. We were meant to be together. I’ll be back before you know it.’


She nodded unconvincingly. ‘You are no soldier, Hugh. You could die.’


‘I’m strong. And agile. No one around can do the tricks I do.’


‘No one wants to hear your silly jokes, Hugh, but me,’ Sophie sniffed.


‘Then I’ll scare the infidels off with my bright red hair.’


I saw the outline of a smile from her. I held her by the shoulders and looked in her eyes. ‘I will be back. I swear it. Just as when we were children. I always told you I’d return. I always did.’


She nodded, a bit reluctantly. I could see how scared she was, but so was I. I held her and stroked her hair.


Sophie lifted her head and kissed me, a mixture of ardour and tears.


A stirring rose in me. I couldn’t hold it down. I could see in Sophie’s eyes that she felt it too. I held her by the waist and she moved on top of me. Her legs parted and I gently eased myself inside. My body lit with her warmth.


‘My Sophie . . .’ I whispered.


She moved with me in perfect rhythm, softly moaning with pleasure and love. How could I leave her? How could I be such a fool?


‘You’ll come back, Hugh?’ Her eyes locked on mine.


‘I swear. In a year.’ I reached and wiped away a glistening tear from her eye. ‘Who knows,’ I smiled, ‘maybe I’ll come back as a knight, with untold treasure and fame.’


‘My knight,’ she whispered. ‘And I, your queen . . .’





Chapter Six


The morning of the day I was to leave was bright and clear. I rose early, even before the sun. The villagers had bid me farewell with a festive roast the night before. All the toasts had been made and goodbyes said.


All but one.


In the doorway of the inn, Sophie handed me my sack. In it was a change of clothes, bread to eat, and a hazel twig to clean my teeth. ‘It may be cold,’ she said. ‘You have to cross the mountains. Let me get your skin.’


I stopped her. ‘Sophie, it’s June. I’ll need it more when I come back.’


‘Then I should pack some more food for you.’


‘I’ll find food.’ I pumped out my chest. ‘People will be eager to feed a Crusader.’


She stopped, and smiled at my plain, flax tunic and calfskin jerkin. ‘You don’t look like much of a Crusader.’


I stood before her, ready to leave, and smiled too.


‘There’s one more thing,’ Sophie said with a start. She hurried to the table by the hearth. She came back a moment later with her treasured comb, a thin band of beechwood painted with flowers. It had belonged to her mother. Other than the inn, I knew she valued it more than anything in her life. ‘Take this with you, Hugh.’


‘Thank you,’ I tried to joke, ‘but where I’m going a woman’s comb may be looked at strangely.’


‘Where you’re going, my love, you will need it all the more.’


To my surprise, she snapped her prized comb in two. She handed half to me. Then she held her half out and we touched the jagged edges together, neatly fitting it back into a whole.


‘I never thought I would ever say goodbye to you,’ she whispered, doing her best not to cry. ‘I thought we would live out our lives together.’


‘We will,’ I said. ‘See . . .’ One more time, we fitted the combs together and made a whole.


I drew Sophie close and kissed her. I felt her thin body tremor in my arms. I knew she was trying to be brave. There was nothing more to say.


‘So . . .’ I took a breath and smiled.


We looked at each other for a long while, then I remembered my own gift. From my jerkin pocket I took out a sunflower. I had gone into the hills to pick it early that morning. ‘I’ll be back, Sophie, to pick sunflowers for you.’


She took it, her bright blue eyes moist with tears.


I threw my pouch over my shoulder and tried to drink in the last sight of her beautiful, glistening eyes. ‘I love you, Sophie.’


‘I love you too, Hugh. I cannot wait for my next sunflower.’


I started towards the road. East, to Toulouse. At the stone bridge on the edge of town, I turned and took a long last look at the inn. It had been my home for the past three years, the happiest days of my life.


I gave a final wave to Sophie. She stood there, holding the sunflower, and reached out the jagged edge of her comb one last time.


Then I did a little hop, like a jig, to break the mood, and started to walk, spinning round to catch her laugh.


Her golden hair down to her waist. That brave smile. Her tinkling, little-girl laugh.


It was the image I carried for the next two years.





Chapter Seven


A year later, somewhere in Macedonia.


The heavy-bearded knight reared his mount over us on the steep ridge. ‘March, you princesses, or the only Turkish blood you’ll get to spill will be at the end of a mop.’


I put my shoulder into the wheel. March . . . We had been marching for eight months now – months so long and gruelling, so lacking in all provision, I could mark them only by the sores oozing on my feet, or the lice growing in my beard.


We had marched across all of Europe, through the Alps and Maritimes – at first, in tight formation, cheered in every town we passed through, our tunics clean, with bright red crosses, helmets gleaming in the sun.


Then, into the craggy mountains of Serbia – each step slow and treacherous, every ridge ripe with ambush. I watched as many a loyal soul, eager to fight for the glory of God, was swept screaming into vast crevasses or dropped in their tracks by Serb or Magyar arrows months before the first sign of a Turk.


All along we were told Peter’s army lay months ahead of us, slaughtering infidels and hoarding all the spoils, while our nobles fought and bickered amongst themselves and the rest of us trudged like beaten livestock in the blistering heat or cold, and bargained for what little food there was.


I’ll be back in a year, I had promised Sophie . . . Now that was just a mocking refrain in my dreams. And so was our song . . . ‘A maiden met a wandering man/In the light of the moon’s pure cheer.’


Along the way, I made two lasting friends from among the ranks. Nicodemus, an old Greek, was schooled in sciences and languages, and managed to keep up his steady stride despite the heavy satchel flung across his back, crammed with the tracts of Aristotle, Euclid and Boethius. Doctor, we called him. Nico had made pilgrimages to the Holy Land and knew the language of the Turk, and spent many hours on the march teaching me. He had contracted on to the quest as a translator, and because of his white beard and moth-eaten robe, he had the reputation for being a bit of a soothsayer too. But every time a soldier moaned, ‘Where the hell are we, Doctor?’ and the old Greek muttered, ‘Near . . .’ his reputation as a seer suffered.


There was also Robert with his goose, Hortense, who sneaked into our ranks one day as we passed through Apt. Fresh-faced and chattering, Robert claimed to be sixteen, but it didn’t take a seer to divine that he was lying.


‘I’ve come to carve the Turks,’ he boasted, brandishing a makeshift knife.


I handed him a stick that would be good for walking. ‘Here, start with this,’ I laughed. From that moment on, he and the goose were our mascots.


It was June when we finally came out of the mountains.


‘Where are we, Hugh?’ Robert moaned, as another interminable valley loomed before our eyes.


I tried to sound upbeat. ‘By my calculations, a left at the next ridge and we should see Rome. Isn’t that right, Nico? This was the pilgrimage to St Peter’s we signed up for, wasn’t it? Or, shit, was it the Crusade?’


A ripple of tired laughter snaked through the exhausted ranks.


Nicodemus started to answer, but everyone shouted him down.


‘We know, Doctor, we’re near, right?’ smirked Mouse, a diminutive Spaniard with a large, hooked nose.


Suddenly, I heard shouting from up ahead. Nobles on horseback whipped their tired mounts and rushed towards the front of the procession.


Robert bolted ahead. ‘If there’s fighting, Hugh, I’ll save you a spot.’


All at once, my own legs seemed to comply. I grabbed my shield and ran after the boy. Ahead of us was a wide gulf in the mountains. Hundreds of men were gathered there, knights and soldiers.


For once, they were not defending themselves. They were shouting, slapping each other on the backs, thrusting their swords towards heaven and hurling their helmets into the air.


Robert and I pushed our way through the crowd and peered out over the edge.


Off in the distance the grey outline of hills narrowed to a sliver of shining blue. ‘The Bosporus,’ people shouted. ‘The Bosporus!’


‘Son of Mary,’ I muttered. We were here!


A jubilant roar went up. Everyone pointed towards a walled city nestled into the isthmus edge. Constantinople. It took my breath away, like nothing I had ever seen before. It seemed to stretch out for ever, glinting through the haze.


Many knights kneeled in prayer. Others, too exhausted to celebrate, simply bowed their heads and wept.


‘What’s going on?’ Robert looked around.


I too kneeled down, and took a handful of earth to mark the day and placed it in my pouch. Then I hoisted Robert into the air. ‘You see those hills over there?’ I pointed across the channel.


He nodded.


‘Sharpen your knife, boy. Those are Turkish!’





Chapter Eight


For two weeks we rested outside the gates of Constantinople.


Such a city I could not have imagined in all my life: with its massive, glittering domes and hundreds of tall towers, Roman ruins and temples, and streets paved with polished stone. Paris could have fitted ten times within its walls!


And the people . . . Crowding the massive walls, roaring with cheers. Clad in colourful, light cottons and silks, in hues of crimson and purple I had never seen. Every race was represented: European, black slaves from Africa, yellow from China. And people of no stench, who bathed and smelled of perfume, dressed up in ornate robes. Even the men!


I had travelled across Europe in my youth and had played in most of the large cathedral towns, but never had I seen a place like this! Gold was like tin here. Stalls and markets were crammed with the most exotic goods. I traded for a gilded perfume box to take back home for Sophie. ‘A relic, already!’ Nico laughed. New aromas entranced me – cumin and ginger – and fruits I had never tasted before: oranges and figs.


I savoured every exotic image, thinking of how I would describe it all to Sophie back home. We were hailed as heroes and we had fought no one. If this was how it would be, I would return both sweet-smelling and free!


Then the knights and nobles rallied us: ‘Crusaders, you are here for God’s work, not for silver and soap.’ We said our goodbyes to Constantinople, crossing the Bosporus on wooden pontoons.


At last, we stood in the land of the dreaded Turk!


The first fortresses we encountered were empty and abandoned; towns scorched and plundered dry.


‘The pagan is a coward,’ the soldiers mocked. ‘He hides in his hole like a squirrel.’


We spotted red crosses painted everywhere, pagan towns now consecrated in the name of God. All signs that Peter’s army had been through.


The nobles pushed us hard. ‘Hurry, you lazy slackers, or the little monk will take all the spoils.’


And we did hurry, though our new enemy became the blistering heat and thirst. We baked like hogs in our heavy armour, though we sucked our water skins dry. The pious among us dreamed of our holy mission; the nobles, no doubt, of relics and glory; the innocent, to prove finally their worth.


At Civetot we had our first taste of the enemy. A few straggling horsemen, turbaned and cloaked in robes, ringed our ranks, lofting some harmless arrows at us, then fleeing into the hills, like children after hurling stones.


‘Look, they run like grandmothers,’ Robert cackled.


‘Send Hortense after them.’ I squawked about like a chicken. ‘No doubt they are cousins of your goose.’


Civetot seemed deserted, an enclave of stone dwellings on the edge of a dense wood. We needed water badly. And no one wanted to delay in our rush to catch up with the army of Peter.


On the outskirts of town, a grim odour pressed at my nostrils. Nicodemus glanced at me. ‘You smell it, don’t you, Hugh?’


I nodded. I knew the stench, from burying the dead, one or two, but this was magnified a thousand times. At first I thought it was just slaughtered livestock, or offal, but as we got closer, I saw that Civetot was smoking like burning cinders.


As we entered the town there were corpses everywhere. A sea of naked body parts: heads severed and gawking, limbs cut off and piled like wood, blood drenching the parched earth, men and women hacked up like diseased stock, torsos naked and disembowelled, heads charred and roasted, hung up on spears. Red crosses smeared all over the walls – in blood.


‘What has happened here?’ a soldier muttered.


Some puked and turned away. My stomach felt as empty as a bottomless pit.


Out from the trees, a few stragglers appeared. Their clothing was charred and tattered, their skin dark with blood and filth. They all bore the wide-eyed, hollow look of men who have seen the worst atrocities and somehow lived. It was impossible to tell if they were Christian or Turk.


‘Peter’s army has crushed the infidels,’ Robert rang out. ‘They’ve gone ahead to Antioch.’


But not a man among us cheered.


‘This is Peter’s army,’ Nicodemus said grimly. ‘What remains of it.’





Chapter Nine


The few survivors huddled around fires that night, sucking in precious food, and told of the fate of Peter the monk’s army.


There were some early successes, they recounted. ‘The Turks fled like rabbits,’ an old knight said. ‘They left us their towns, their temples. “We’ll be in Jerusalem by summer,” everyone cheered. We split up our forces. A detachment, six thousand strong, pushed east to seize the Turkish fortress at Xerigordon. Rumour had it some holy relics were held ransom there. The balance of us stayed behind.


‘After a month, word reached us that the fortress had fallen. Spoils and booty were being divided up among the men. St Peter’s sandals, we were told. The rest of us set out for there, eager not to miss out on the loot.’


‘It was all lies,’ said another in a parched, sorry voice, ‘from infidel spies. The detachment at Xerigordon had already perished – not by siege, but by thirst! The fortress lacked all water. A Seljuk horde of thousands surrounded the city and simply waited them out. And when our troops finally opened the gates in desperation, mad with thirst, they were overrun and slaughtered to a man. Six thousand, gone. Then the devils set their sights on us.’


‘At first, there was this howl from the surrounding hills,’ another survivor recounted, ‘of such chilling proportion that we thought we had entered a valley of demons. We stood in our tracks and scanned the hills. Then suddenly, daylight darkened, the sun blocked by a hail of arrows.


‘I will never forget that deafening whoosh. Every next man clutching at his limbs and throat, falling to his knees. Then turbaned horsemen charged – wave after wave, hacking away at limbs and heads, and our ranks were shredded. Hardened knights fled terror-stricken back to camp, horsemen at their tails. Women, children, feeble and sick, unprotected – chopped to bits in their tents. The lucky among us were slain where they stood, the rest were seized, the women raped, cut apart, limb by limb. What’s left of us, I am sure, were spared just so we could bear the tale.’


My throat went dry. Gone . . . All of them? It could not be! My mind flashed back to the cheerful faces and joyous voices of the monk’s army as it marched through Veille du Père. Marc, the miller’s son. Jules, the smith . . . All the young, who had so eagerly joined up. Was there nothing left of them?


A nauseating anger boiled up in my stomach. Whatever I had come for – freedom, fortune – all that left me as if it were never there. For the first time, I wanted to fight not just for my own gain, but to kill these curs. To pay them back!


I stood up and ran, leaving Robert and Nico, passing the fires, to the edge of the camp.


Why did I ever come to this place? I had walked across all of Europe, fighting for a cause in which I didn’t even believe. The love of my life, all that I held true and good, was a year’s march away. How could all those faces – all that hope – be gone?





Chapter Ten


We buried the dead for six days straight. Then our dispirited army headed further south.


In Caesarea, we joined forces with Duke Robert of Flanders, and Bohemond, a heralded Norman fighter. They had recently taken the port of Nicea. Our spirits were bolstered by the tales of Turks fleeing at full run, their towns now under Christian flags. Our once-fledgling troop had now become an army forty thousand strong.


Nothing lay in our path towards the Holy Land, except the Muslim stronghold of Antioch. There it was said that believers were being nailed to the city’s walls, and that the most precious relics in all of Christendom, a shroud stained by the tears of Mary, and the very lance that pierced the Saviour’s side on the Cross, were being held for ransom.


Yet nothing so far could prepare us for the hell we were about to face.


First it was the heat, the most hostile I had ever felt in my life. The sun became a raging, red-eyed demon we, never sheltered, grew to hate and curse. Hardened knights, praised for valour in battle, howled in anguish, literally boiling in their armour, their fingers blistered at the touch. Men simply fell as they marched, overcome, and were left, uncared for, in the place where they lay.


And the thirst . . . Each town we got to was scorched and empty, run dry of provision by the Turks themselves. What little water we carried we consumed like drunken fools. I saw once-proud men, now clearly mad, guzzle their own urine as if it were ale.


‘If this is the Holy Land,’ the Spaniard Mouse spit drily, ‘God can keep it.’


Our bodies cried, yet we trudged on; our hearts and wills, like the water, slowly depleting. Along the way, I picked up a few Turkish arrow and spearheads that I knew would be worth much back home. I did my best to try to cheer the men, but there was little anywhere to find amusing.


‘Hold your tears,’ Nico warned, keeping up with his shuffling stride. ‘When we hit the mountains, you will think this was Paradise.’


And he was right. Jagged mountains appeared in our path, chillingly steep and dry of all life. Narrow passes, barely wide enough for a cart and a horse, cut through the rising peaks. At first, we were glad to leave the inferno behind, but as we climbed, a new hell awaited.


The higher we got, every step became slow and treacherous. Sheep, horses, carts overladen with supplies had to be dragged single file and pulled up the steep way. A mere stumble, a sudden rockslide, and a man disappeared over the edge, sometimes dragging a companion along with him.


‘Press on,’ the nobles pushed. ‘In Antioch, God will reward you.’


But every summit we cleared brought a new peak, each trail more nerve-racking than the last. Knights trudged humbly, their chargers useless, dragging their armour alongside foot soldiers like Robert and me.


Somewhere in the heights, Hortense disappeared, her feathers left in a cart. It was never known what became of her. Many felt the nobles had themselves a meal at Robert’s expense. Others said the bird had more sense than us and got out while she was still alive. The boy was heartbroken. That bird had walked across Europe with him! Many felt our luck had run out along with hers.


Yet still we climbed, one step at a time, sweltering in our tunics and armour, knowing that on the other side lay Antioch.


And beyond that, the Holy Land. Jerusalem!





Chapter Eleven


‘Tell us a story, Hugh?’ Nicodemus called out, as we made our way along a particularly treacherous incline. ‘The more blasphemous the better.’


The trail seemed cut right out of the mountain’s edge, teetering over an immense chasm. One stumble, one false step was all that separated us from grisly death. I had latched myself to a goat, and placed my trust in its measured step to pull me further on.


‘There is the one about the convent and the whorehouse,’ I said, delving back to my days as an innkeeper. ‘A traveller is walking down a quiet road when he notices a sign scratched on to a tree: “Sisters of St Brigit Convent, House of Prostitution, two leagues”.’


‘Yes, I saw it myself,’ a soldier remarked, ‘a ways back on that last ridge.’ The peril of the climb was broken by a few welcome laughs.


‘The traveller assumes it is a joke,’ I went on, ‘and continues along. Soon he comes to another. “Sisters of St Brigit, House of Prostitution, one league”. Now, his curiosity is aroused. Then there is a third. This time: “Convent, Brothel, Next Right”.


‘Why not? the traveller thinks, and turns down the road until he arrives at an old stone church marked “St Brigit”. He steps up and rings the bell and an abbess answers: “What may we do for you, my son?”


‘“I saw your signs along the road,” the traveller says.


‘“Very well, my son,” the abbess replies. “Please, follow me.”


‘She leads him through a series of dark, winding passages where he passes many beautiful young nuns who smile at him.’


‘Where are these nuns when I am in need?’ a soldier behind me moaned.


‘At last the abbess stops at a door,’ I went on. ‘The traveller goes in and is greeted by another comely nun who instructs him, “Place a livre in the cup”. He empties his pockets, excitedly. “Good enough,” she says. “Now, just go through that door.”


‘Aroused, the traveller hurries through the door, but finds himself back outside, at the entrance, facing another sign. “Go in peace,” it reads, “and consider yourself properly screwed!”’


Rounds of laughter broke out from all around.


‘I don’t get it,’ Robert said, behind me. ‘I thought there was a brothel?’


‘Never mind.’ I rolled my eyes. Nico’s trick had worked. For a few moments, our burden seemed bearable. All I wanted was just to get off this ridge.


Suddenly I heard a rumble from above. A slide of rock and gravel hurtled down at us. I reached for Robert and pulled the boy towards the mountain face, gripping the sheer stone, as huge rocks crashed around us, missing me by the width of a blade, bouncing over the edge into oblivion.


We gazed at each other with a sigh of relief, realizing how close we had come to death.


Then I heard a mule bray from behind, and Nicodemus trying to settle it. ‘Whoa . . .’ The falling rocks must have frightened it.


‘Steady that animal,’ an officer barked from behind. ‘It carries your food for the next two weeks.’


Nicodemus grasped for the rope. This time the animal’s hind legs spun, trying to get a purchase on the trail.


I lunged for the harness round its neck, but the mule bucked again and stumbled. Its feet were unable to hold the trail. Its terrified eyes were aware of the danger, but the stone gave way. With a hideous bray, the poor creature toppled over the edge and fell into the void.


As it did, it caused a terrible reaction, pulling along the animal behind it to which it was tied.


Before I could call out, I saw disaster looming. ‘Nico!’ I shouted.


But the old Greek was too slow and laden with gear to get out of the way, and he stumbled in his long robe.


‘Nico!’ I screamed, seeing the old man slipping near the edge. I lunged towards him, grasping for his arm.


I was able to firm my grip on the strap of leather satchel slung over his shoulder. It was all that kept him from plunging over the edge to his death.


The old man looked up at me and shook his head. ‘You must let go, Hugh. If you don’t, we’ll both fall.’


‘I won’t. Reach up your other hand,’ I begged. A crowd of others, Robert among them, had formed behind me. ‘Give me your hand, Nico.’


‘My dream was true, Hugh,’ Nicodemus said, almost calmly. ‘Go home, son. Find your queen.’


I searched his eyes for panic, but they were clear and sure. I wanted to say, ‘Hold on, Doctor. Jerusalem is near,’ but the weight of the satchel slid out of my grasp. Nicodemus, his white hair and beard billowing in the draught, fell away from me.


‘No . . .!’ I lunged, grabbing, calling his name.


In a second he was gone. We had marched together across Europe, but for him it was never far, always near . . . I had never known my father, but the grief emptying from me showed that Nicodemus was as close to a father as I’d ever had.


A knight pushed up the trail, grumbling about what the hell was going on. I recognized him as Guillaume, a vassal of Bohemond, one of the nobles in charge.


He peered over the edge and swallowed at the grisly sight. ‘A soothsayer who couldn’t even predict his own death?’ he spat. ‘No great loss.’





Chapter Twelve


For days to come, the loss of my friend weighed greatly upon me. We continued to climb; at each step, all I saw in my path was the wise Greek’s face.


Without my noticing it at first, the trails began to widen. I realized we were marching through valleys now, not peaks. We were heading down. At the feel of level ground, our pace quickened, and the ranks swelled with anticipation of what lay ahead.


‘I’ve heard from the Spaniard there are Christians chained to the city’s walls,’ Robert said as we marched. ‘The sooner we get there, the sooner we can set our brothers free.’


‘Your friend’s an eager one, Hugh,’ Mouse called from behind. ‘You’d better tell him that just because you’re first at the party doesn’t mean you get to sleep with the mistress of the house.’


‘He wants a fight,’ I defended Robert, ‘and who can blame him? We’ve marched a long way.’


From behind came the clatter of a warhorse galloping upon us. ‘Make way!’


We scattered off the trail and turned to see Guillaume, the same arrogant bastard who’d mocked Nico after his death, in full armour astride his large charger. He nearly knocked men down as he indifferently charged through our ranks.


‘That’s who we fight for, eh?’ I bowed sarcastically, with an exaggerated flourish.


We soon came to a wide clearing between mountains. A good-sized river lay in the column’s path.


Up ahead, I heard nobles disagreeing on the proper spot to ford. Raymond, our commander, insisted that the scouts and maps suggested a point two leagues to the south. Others, eager to show our face to the Turks, the stubborn Bohemond among their ranks, argued against losing a day.


Finally, I saw Guillaume shoot from the crowd. ‘I will make you a map,’ he shouted to Raymond. He jerked his charger down the steep bank to the shore and led the mount in.


Guillaume’s horse waded in, bearing the knight in full chain mail. Men lined the shore, either cheering, or laughing at his attempt to show off in front of nobility.


Halfway across, the water was still no higher than the horse’s ankles. Guillaume turned round and waved, a vain smile visible through his moustache. ‘Even my mother’s mother could cross here,’ he called. ‘Are the mapmakers taking notes?’


‘I never knew that a peacock would so take to water,’ I smirked to Robert.


Suddenly, in the middle of the river, Guillaume’s mount seemed to stumble. The knight did his best, but in his full armour and with unsteady footing he couldn’t hold the horse. He fell facefirst into the river.


The troops along the shore burst into laughter, jeers, catcalls and mock waving. ‘Oh, mapmakers,’ I laughed above the din, ‘are you taking notes?’


The raucous laughter continued for a time, as we waited for the knight to re-emerge. But he did not.


‘He stays under out of shame,’ someone sniggered. But soon we understood it was not embarrassment, but the weight of Guillaume’s armour that prevented him from pulling himself up.
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